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Among mystical testimonies circulating in the Eastern Christian
tradition, two portentous descriptions of transformational visions can
be found.
The first account is drawn from 2 Enoch, a Jewish apocalypse,
apparently written in the first century CE and preserved in the Eastern
Christian environment in its Slavonic translation. In this text the
prediluvian patriarch Enoch describes his luminous metamorphosis
near the Throne of Glory:
And Michael, the Lord's greatest archangel, lifted me up and brought me in
front of the face of the Lord ... And Michael extracted me from my clothes. He
anointed me with the delightful oil; and the appearance of that oil is greater
than the greatest light, its ointment is like sweet dew, and its fragrance like
myrrh; and its shining is like the sun. And I gazed at all of myself, and I had
become like one of the glorious ones, and there was no observable difference. 1

The second account is written a thousand years later and comes from
Philokalia, a collection of Eastern Christian writings compiled by
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Nicodemus Hagioretes, in which Pseudo-Symeon conveys preparatory
instructions for acquiring the vision of the Taboric light:
Then sit down in a quite cell, in a corner by yourself, and do what I tell you.
Close the door, and withdraw your intellect from everything worthless and
transient. Rest your beard on your chest, and focus your physical gaze,
together with the whole of your intellect, upon the centre of your belly or your
navel. Restrain the drawing-in of breath through your nostrils, so as not to
breathe easily, and search inside yourself with your intellect so as to find the
place of the heart, where all the powers of the soul reside. To start with, you
will find there darkness and an impenetrable density. Later, when you persist
and practice this task day and night, you will find, as though miraculously, an
unceasing joy. For as soon as the intellect attains the place of the heart, at
once it sees things of which it previously knew nothing. It sees the open space
within the heart and it beholds itself entirely luminous and full of
discrimination.2

It is apparent that these two descriptions belong to very different
symbolic worlds. In the first one, an adept, on his celestial trip, finds
himself before the glorious appearance of the Lord, accompanied by
the angels who extract the visitor from his earthly garments and
anoint him with delightful oil. In the second one, he is led through
darkness and "an impenetrable density" on the inner journey to the
depth of his heart. The majesty of the celestial environment strikingly
confronts the monotonous quietness of the inner contemplation. Still,
something similar is recognizable in these two accounts. In both
descriptions the visionaries eventually come to the same result — they
behold themselves luminescent. Both accounts also stress the totality
of this metamorphosis — mystical adepts of these visions become
“entirely” luminous. It is, however, observable that in the two accounts
the source of the divine light is different. In the first account, it comes
from outside, namely from the glorious appearance of the Lord,
depicted symbolically as the angelic anointing with shining oil. The
shining oil, the “covering” substance of the transformation, serves as
an additional detail which stresses the outer nature of the visionary’s
luminous metamorphosis.
The important feature of the second account which differentiates
it from the first is the “inner” nature of the luminous metamorphosis—
the illumination comes from inside, from the darkness of the soul,
proceeding from the open space within the heart of the visionary.
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Separated by a millennium, these two accounts serve as
significant markers of the long-lasting theological journey from the
outer transformational vision to its inner counterpart. On this journey
the towering figure of the Syrian father, known to us as PseudoMacarius, remains prominent. The purpose of this article is to explore
some of his concepts which in our opinion play a formative role in the
transition from outer to inner in the transformational visions of Eastern
Christian tradition.

The Background: Transformational Vision of the
Kavod
In order to clarify the differences between the two
transformational visions mentioned earlier, we must return now to the
initial theological contexts which lie behind these two accounts.
The origin of the Kavod paradigm, which is formative for the
vision in the Slavonic apocalypse, can be traced to Old Testament
materials where one can find various polemics for and against the
anthropomorphic understanding of God.3 Weinfeld observes that the
imagery of the enthroned divine glory known to us as the Lord’s Kavod
was “crystallized” in the Priestly and Ezekielian traditions.4
Theological developments of the Priestly tradition demonstrate
that the anthropomorphism of the Priestly source is intimately
connected with the place of Divine habitation.5 In this tradition, “in
which the Divinity is personalized and depicted in the most tangible
corporeal similitudes,” God, who possesses a human form, has a need
for a house or tabernacle. 6
Weinfeld rightly observes that this anthropomorphic position
was not entirely an invention of the Priestly source7 but derived from
early sacral conceptions.8 In these traditions the Deity was sitting in
his house ensconced between the two cherubim, and at his feet rests
the ark,9 his footstool.10
This motif of the enthroned Deity becomes a central image in
the book of Ezekiel, whose Kavod11 theology is similar12 to the Priestly
doctrine.13 Mettinger observes that “in Ezekiel, the Kavod-conception
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proved to represent an earlier phase than that discovered in the Pmaterials.”14 He further stresses that the iconography of Ezekiel is
closely connected with the idea of God's royal presence in his
sanctuary.15 This connection of the Kevod YHWH with the enthroned
God can scarcely be divorced from its previously established usage in
early royal contexts.16
Weinfeld notes that Ezekiel’s persistent tendency to describe
God’s Kavod as a brilliant and radiant fire encased in a cloud is also a
distinct characteristic of the Priestly writings.17 He argues that in the
Priestly and Ezekielian writings the fire and cloud are inseparable
elements of the apparition of God’s Glory, where the cloud is the divine
envelope which screens the Deity from mortal view.18 In later Jewish
and Christian traditions the radiant luminosity emitted by various
celestial beings fulfills the same function, protecting against the direct
vision of their true forms. In the Hebrew Bible, as well as in later
apocalyptic traditions, God’s “form” remains hidden behind His light.
The hidden Kavod is revealed through its light.19 This situation explains
the wide use of the Kavod paradigm in the visions of light phenomena.
Kavod theology leads to the special type of transformational
visions that can be found in various biblical and apocalyptic
materials.20 In the climactic points of these accounts, their visionaries
normally “see” the extent of the divine glory, often portrayed as
enthroned anthropomorphic figure. As a consequence of this
encounter, the visionary experiences a dramatic external
metamorphosis which often affects his face, limbs, and garments,
making them luminescent. A classic example of such a
transformational vision is the account of Moses’ shining countenance in
Ex 34 after his encounter with the Lord’s Kavod on Mount Sinai. It is
noteworthy that in the apocalyptic and Merkabah traditions the vision
of the Lord’s Glory (“the King in His beauty”) increasingly become the
main teleological point of the heavenly ascents.
Enoch’s transformation in the Slavonic apocalypse also belongs
to the Kavod paradigm. Enoch’s luminous metamorphosis took place in
the front of the Lord’s glorious “extent,” labeled in 2 Enoch as the
Lord’s “Face.”21 From this Enochic account we learn that the vision of
the Divine “Face” had dramatic consequences for Enoch’s appearance.
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His body endures radical changes as it becomes covered with the
divine light. A significant detail in this description is that Enoch is not
transformed into light but covered, “clothed,” with the light of God’s
Glory. The use of delightful oil as a covering substance emphasizes
this “covering nature” of the luminous metamorphosis.
In Enoch’s radiant metamorphosis before the Divine Face an
important detail can be found which links Enoch's transformation with
that of Moses’ account in Exodus. In 2 Enoch 37 we learn about the
unusual procedure performed on Enoch’s face in the final stage of his
encounter with the Lord. The text informs that the Lord called one of
his senior angels to chill the face of Enoch. The text says that the
angel appeared frigid; he was as white as snow, and his hands were as
cold as ice. The text further depicts the angel chilling Enoch’s face,
who could not endure the terror of the Lord, “just as it is not possible
to endure the fire of a stove and the heat of the sun....”22 Right after
this “chilling procedure,” the Lord informs Enoch that if his face had
not been chilled here, no human being would have been able to look at
his face.23 This reference to the radiance of Enoch’s face after his
encounter with the Lord is an apparent parallel to the incandescent
face of Moses after the Sinai experience in Ex 34.
In spite of the dominant role of the Kavod pattern in biblical and
apocalyptic theophanic accounts, it becomes increasingly challenged in
the postbiblical rabbinic24 and patristic environments which offered
new understandings of the transformational vision. In these new
developments, one can see a growing emphasis on the interiorization
of the visionary experience.25 Among the new notions employed for the
purposes of such a paradigm shift was the prominent biblical concept
of the image of God after which Adam was created.

In the Likeness of God’s Image
In his book Makarius, Das Thomasevangelium und das Lied von
der Perle26 Gilles Quispel draws the reader’s attention to an interesting
tradition preserved in Homily II.1227 of Pseudo-Macarius. From the
homily we learn that "Adam, when he transgressed the
commandment, lost two things. First, he lost the pure possession of
his nature, so lovely, created according to the image and likeness of
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God (kat' ei)ko&na kai_ o(moi&wsin tou= Qeou=). Second, he lost
the very image itself (au)th_n ei)ko&na) in which was laid up for
him, according to God’s promise, the full heavenly
inheritance”(II.12.1).28 Further, another important passage in the
homily informs the reader that Adam and Eve before the Fall were
clothed (e)ndedume&noi) with God’s glory in place of clothing
(peribolai&ou) (II.12.8).29 The text reveals a certain continuity
between Adam’s “very image itself” and his glorious clothing. An
important detail in the narrative is that the homilist makes a
distinction between Adam’s nature, created according to the image
and likeness of God30 and Adam’s “very image (ei)ko&na) itself,”
speaking about them as of two separate entities which were lost
during the Fall. This subtle theological distinction shows the author’s
familiarity with the Jewish aggadic traditions about tselem (Heb. Mlc)
of Adam—the luminous image of God’s glory according to which Adam
was created.31
The term “image” (Gk. ei)kw&n) can be found in a number of
significant New Testament passages. The most important of them for
the purposes of the current investigation is the Pauline description of
Christ as the “image of the invisible God” in Col 1:15, which has often
been compared to the account of the creation of Adam and seen as
part of Paul’s Adam Christology.32 This theological connection between
Adam’s creation after the image of God and Christ as the image of God
has opened several possibilities for using ancient aggadic traditions
about the luminous tselem of Adam in new Christian theophanic
contexts. In Pauline writings we can also see peculiar terminological
parallels in which the notion of image (ei)kw&n) becomes closely
associated with important theophanic concepts, prominent in
traditional Kavod theology, such as glory33 (do&ca)34 and form
(morfh&).35
Other important theological developments in Gnostic36 and
rabbinic circles lead to a gradual “interiorization” of the tselem
imagery. In postbiblical Jewish accounts, tselem is often identified with
the luminous “clothing” of the human heart. Scholem’s research shows
that in Jewish mysticism tselem was also understood as a sort of
“garment” of the soul, which “floats” over it. He observes that “this
garment also becomes the soul’s heavenly attire when it returns to
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Paradise after death.”37 This Jewish idea of the “inner” luminous
tselem might well be already known in Christian circles, particularly in
the Syriac environment.
It is also possible that Ephraem, Macarius, and some other
Syrian Christian writers might have acquired the notion of the
luminous human tselem through their familiarity with the Targums, the
Aramaic renderings of the Hebrew Bible, which attest to traditions
about the original luminosity of Adam and Eve.38
It is noticeable that in the Macarian homilies and other Eastern
Christian writings the notion of luminous tselem became gradually
employed for the purposes of the internalized beatific vision. Tselem
became utilized as a sort of theological counterpart to the classic
concept of the divine Kavod which traditionally played a prominent role
in biblical and apocalyptic visions. Sometimes both imageries were
used interchangeably.
In the patristic environment the concept of the image of God
gradually became a “safer” way to convey visionary experiences of the
light phenomena, especially after the anthropomorphite controversy of
399 CE,39 when antianthropomorpic polemics40 made it increasingly
difficult to employ the traditional “anthropomorphic” language of
beatific visions, including the classical Kavod imagery.41 By the fourth
century in patristic trinitarian debates about the divine light the Kavod
terminology was almost completely substituted by the symbolism of
the divine image.
A thousand years later, in Hesychast transformational visions of
the Taboric light, the concept of the image of God still continued to
play a crucial theological role. It is especially noticeable in Gregory
Palamas’ theology of the divine image which shows amazing parallels
to the concepts and imagery of Macarius. Among them is an open
employment of the Adamic Gestalt. Palamas, following Macarius,
draws heavily on ancient traditions about the luminous tselem of
Adam. In One Hundred and Fifty Texts, he argues that “Adam, before
the fall, also participated in this divine illumination and resplendence,
and because he was truly clothed in a garment of glory he was not
naked, nor was he unseemly by reason of his nakedness.”42 The Syrian
background of Palamas’ speculation about Adam is evident.43
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Recognizing the tragic consequences which Adam’s fall had for the
condition of the human tselem,44 he reaffirms its irrevocable value for
the inner transformational vision: “Leaving aside other matters for the
present, I shall simply say that perfection of the divine likeness is
accomplished by means of the divine illumination that issues from
God.”45
The theme of regaining this lost luminous image of God, “the
dimmer reflection,” which is still mysteriously extant in the human
physical body (sometimes in the form of a luminous “clothing” of the
heart) and can be eventually “restored,” had a number of interesting
theological ramifications in the Hesychast tradition.46 The Hesychast
idea of the light-like (fwtoeide&v) sensitive nature of man47 shows
clear similarities with this early Syrian understanding of the luminous
tselem as a reflection of God’s Glory.

Internalization of the Kavod
It was mentioned earlier that in some biblical accounts the
figure of Moses is often connected with Kavod theology.48 This
tendency is traceable both in the Old Testament Exodus stories and in
New Testament accounts of Christ’s Transfiguration where Moses
serves as a significant “theophanic” reminder. In postbiblical Jewish
and Christian writings the Moses Gestalt, however, gradually became
utilized for the purposes of internalized visions. It cannot be a
coincidence that in these new theological “developments,” the Moses
account was also linked with the tselem imagery.
These tendencies are noticeable in the Macarian Homilies where
Moses is often portrayed as Adam’s luminous counterpart. Following
the already mentioned Adamic narrative of Homily II.12, which tells us
how Adam lost his luminous status and “obeyed his darker side,”
Macarius gives us Moses’ example who “had a glory shining on his
countenance.” The homily refers to Moses’ Sinai experience, expanding
this tradition and adding some new significant details:
Indeed, the Word of God was his food and he had a glory shining on his
countenance. All this, which happened to him, was a figure of something else.
For that glory now shines splendidly from within the hearts of Christians. At
the resurrection their bodies, as they rise, will be covered (skepa&zetai) with
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another vesture, one that is divine, and they will be nourished with a heavenly
food (II.12.14).49

It is noticeable that the passage serves as a bridge between the
symbolic worlds of the Kavod and tselem. Macarius openly
“internalizes” the Moses account, stressing that Moses’ glory now
“shines splendidly from within the hearts of Christians.” On the other
hand, some features of the Kavod’s paradigm are still noticeable: the
homilist understands Moses’ luminosity as a covering with God’s
glory.50 The author’s further discussion in II.12.15 about the clothing
of Christians and wrapping them in “divine and glorious garments”
gives additional strength to this motif of Moses, covered with the
luminous garments of God’s glory.
The tendencies for internalizing the Kavod paradigm through
implications of the concept of God’s image found in Macarian Homilies
demonstrate amazing similarities to some Jewish developments. The
late Rabbinic midrashim attest to such traditions.51 The origin of such
theological innovations can be found in its rudimentary form already in
some Jewish apocalypses, notably in 2 Enoch from which we learn that
the Lord created Adam after His Face. F. Andersen stresses the
theological uniqueness of such creational imagery. He, however, does
not clarify what the creation after the Lord’s Face means in the
broader textual context of the Slavonic apocalypse. The Lord’s Face
plays an important role in 2 Enoch’s theophanic descriptions being
identified with the Lord’s glorious form—His Kavod. In chapter 22 of 2
Enoch the Lord’s Face emits light and fire and serves as the source of
Enoch’s luminous metamorphosis. In this context, the creation of
Adam after the Lord’s Face demonstrates a remarkable effort toward
merging the Kavod and tselem paradigms of the transformational
vision.
The previous investigation shows the important role of the
Adam-Moses connection in the evolution from outer to inner in Kavod
imagery. It is clear, however, that in the Macarian writings the
internalizing of the Kavod paradigm is not confined solely to the
reevaluation of Moses’ Gestalt. The effort is much more radical. In
fact, it is so revolutionary that it strikes even distinguished students of
the mystical traditions. One of them, Gershom Scholem, points to the
amazing Macarian tendency for mystical “reinterpretation” of the
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Merkabah vision of Ezekiel in which the human soul become itself the
throne of glory.52 In Homily II.1.1-2 Macarius writes:
When Ezekiel the prophet beheld the divinely glorious vision, he described it in
human terms but in a way full of mysteries that completely surpass the
powers of the human mind…. And all of this which the prophet saw in ecstasy
or in a trance was indeed true and certain, but it was only signifying and
foreshadowing something no less hidden, something divine and mysterious, “a
mystery hidden for generations” (Col 1:26) but that “has been revealed only in
our time, the end of the ages,” (1 Pt 1:20) when Christ appeared. For the
prophet was viewing the mystery of the human soul that would receive its
Lord and would become his throne of glory. For the soul that is deemed to be
judged worthy to participate in the light of the Holy Spirit by becoming his
throne and habitation, and is covered with the beauty of ineffable glory of the
Spirit, becomes all light, all face, all eye.53

Scholem, observing such a radical rethinking of classic Kavod imagery,
further asks the legitimate question: “was there not a temptation to
regard man himself as the representative of divinity, his soul as the
throne of glory?”54 Interestingly enough, this query directs us to the
very heart of the Macarian theological enterprise in which the Kavod
internalization become possible only as a consequence of the unique
interrelationships between human and divine in the event of Christ’s
transfiguration.

Crystallization of the New Paradigm: The
Macarian Account of the Lord’s Transfiguration
The previous analysis shows that in the Macarian homilies
Moses’ shining countenance and the luminosity of Adam’s prelapsarian
tselem serve as metaphors for major paradigms of the
transformational vision.
In the Macarian writings, one can also encounter a third
paradigm of luminous transformation which is radically different from
the previous two traditions. In a peculiar Macarian understanding of
Christ’s transfiguration55 on Mt. Tabor, the duality of inner and outer in
the visio Dei is expressed in a new metaphor of the transformational
vision—Christ’s “Body56 of Light.”57

Vigiliae Christianae, Vol. 55 (2001): pg. 281-298. DOI. This article is © Brill Academic Publishers and permission has been
granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Brill Academic Publishers does not grant permission for
this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Brill Academic
Publishers.

10

NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION; this is the author’s final, peer-reviewed manuscript. The published version may be
accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.

Macarius makes an important theological statement when he
observes that in His Transfiguration Christ was not just covered by the
Glory but “was transfigured into (metemorfw&qh ei)j) divine glory
and into infinite light (ei)v to_ fw=v to_ a!peiron)” (II.15.38).58
In II.15.38 the homilist elaborates this ingenious understanding
of Christ’s transfiguration in which the internal and external aspects of
transformational mystical experience are absolutely resolved:
For as the body of the Lord was glorified when he climbed the mount and was
transfigured into the divine glory and into infinite light, so also the bodies of
the saints are glorified and shine like lightning.59 Just as the interior glory of
Christ covered his body and shone completely, in the same way also in the
saints the interior power of Christ in them in the day will be poured out
exteriorly upon their bodies... (II.15.38).60

The language of the passage further reinforces the totality of this
transformational vision—Christ’s internal glory serves as the
teleological source of his complete, luminous metamorphosis.
In the articulation of the newness of Christ’s condition, Macarius
thus offers a completely new paradigm of the beatific vision—the
bodies of visionaries are now not simply covered externally with the
divine light but are “lightened”61 in the way as many lamps are
lightened from the one:
Similarly, as many lamps are lighted from the one, same fire, so also it is
necessary that the bodies of the saints, which are members of Christ, become
the same which Christ himself is. (II.15.38).62

In this new concept of the transformational vision, Macarius, however,
sets a significant distinction between Christ’s Transfiguration and
human luminous transformation. In contrast to the Lord’s
metamorphosis, the bodies of mortals cannot be completely
“transfigured into the divine glory” but rather simply become
“glorified.”
The hypostatic quality of Christ’s luminous form is what
differentiates Him from transformed Christians who are only
predestined to participate in the light of His Glory and “have put on the
raiment of ineffable light.”63 This articulation of the distinction between
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Christ’s hypostasis and His light will play later an important role in
Palamas’ dialectics of God’s essence and the divine energies.

Conclusion
It is time to return to the passage from the Philokalia which
began this investigation. In comparison with the “traditional” cases of
transformational visions, this account might appear as quite
ambiguous. It demonstrates the absence of significant details of such
visions in which the luminous metamorphosis of a visionary becomes
possible as the consequence of the beatific vision of the glorious
“form” of the Deity. The teleological necessity of such a divine form, in
its external or internal manifestations, seems to presuppose the very
possibility of any luminous metamorphosis. On the contrary, in the
Philokalia account a visionary does not see any luminous form, but
“the open space within the heart,” which, however, makes him entirely
luminous.
The answer to this strange situation can be found in the
Macarian understanding of Christ’s transfiguration on Mount Tabor
which plays a paradigmatic role in later Hesychastic visions of the
divine light. Macarius’ position implies that Christ in the Tabor story
represents both aspects of the transformational vision. First, He is the
Glory after which a visionary is transformed. Second, He is also the
visionary himself, whose face and garments are transformed.64 In the
Macarian writings Christ’s interior glory is poured out upon his external
body, making it luminous.
For as the body of the Lord was glorified when he climbed the mount and was
transfigured into the divine glory and into infinite light, so also the bodies of
the saints are glorified and shine like lightning. Just as the interior glory of
Christ covered his body and shone completely, in the same way also in the
saints the interior power of Christ in them in the day will be poured out
exteriorly upon their bodies.... (II.15.38).65

In the light of the Macarian account of Christ’s transfiguration, the
requirement for the divine glorious form as the transforming source of
the visionary experience becomes replaced by the notion of the divine
energies. It becomes possible since the locus of the visionary’s
perspective now is not external to the divine luminous form, but is
rather immanent within it. In this situation the dichotomy between the
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subject of the beautific vision and the object of the beautific vision can
be easily overcome.
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Christ in the Transfiguration. He focuses his physical and intellectual
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the powers of the soul reside,” waiting patiently that the interior power
of Christ will lighten him as a lamp, so he can “become the same
which Christ himself is.” Divine glory here, just as in the Kavod
tradition, is still confined within the anthropomorphic form, but there is
a substantial difference—this human form is now the visionary himself,
who imitates Christ’s transfiguration, whose inner glory pours out
exteriorly upon the body.
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